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Abstract

In order to protect the water quality of Dongting Lake, it is significant to find out its nitrogen

pollution characteristics. Using long-term monthly to seasonally data (1997–2014), we

investigated the spatial and temporal variations in nitrogen in Dongting Lake, the second

largest freshwater lake in China. The average concentrations of total nitrogen (TN) in the

eastern, southern, and western parts of the lake were 1.77, 1.56, and 1.35 mg/L, respec-

tively, in 2014. TN pollution was generally worse in the southern area than in the western

area. Concentrations showed temporal variation, and were significantly higher during the

dry season than during the wet season. Based on the concentration and growth rate of TN,

three different stages were identified in the long term lake data, from 1997 to 2002, from

2003 to 2008, and from 2009 to 2014, during which the concentrations and the growth rate

ranged from 1.09–1.51 mg/L and 22.09%-40.03%, 1.05–1.57 mg/L and -9.05%-7.74%, and

1.68–2.02 mg/L and 57.99%-60.41%, respectively. The main controls on the lake water TN

concentrations were the quality and quantity of the lake inflows, spatial and temporal varia-

tions in hydrodynamic conditions within the lake (flow velocity, flow direction), and point and

nonpoint inputs from human activities. Diffuse nutrient losses from agricultural land are a

significant contributor. As a priority, the local government should aim to control the pollutant

inputs from upstream and non-point nutrient losses from land.

Introduction

Significant disturbances from anthropogenic activities over the past decades have accelerated

the process of eutrophication and threatened the health of aquatic ecosystems [1, 2]. Excessive

nutrient inputs are the main reason for lake eutrophication [3], and surplus nitrogen (N) is

one of the main driving factors [4]. In particular, more than 80% of eutrophic waters in China

suffer from serious N pollution [5, 6]. N concentrations distributions are related to the hydro-

dynamic conditions and anthropogenic input intensity in a river basin [7]. Over the past

decade, most studies have identified that different industrial and agricultural activities under
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different hydrodynamic conditions are the main sources for nitrogen loads [8–12]. However,

there is no significant reduction in nitrogen concentration, after the government implemented

effective abatement of point sources pollution [12]. The contribution from fertilizer N applica-

tions has become a major cause of TN accumulation [13]. Studies showed that China has

become the largest consumers of nitrogen fertilizers in the world, which accounted for 35.1%

of the world’s nitrogen fertilizer application [14]. While the linkage between anthropogenic

activities N input and nitrogen concentrations have been poorly documented [15]. Thus, it is

important to understand and characterize the sources of human-induced N inputs and their

contributions to the N concentrations. Riverine transport is the principal pathway by which

point and non-point sources move from land to lake [16]. The upper rivers not only bring in

the N loads, but also affect the hydrodynamic conditions of the lake [17], eventually influence

the distribution and transportation of nitrogen [18]. However, studies to date rarely provide

an integrated analysis of the upper reaches and the lake body [19, 20] and the driving mecha-

nisms for N concentrations distributions associated with upper rivers. Therefore, it is impor-

tant to reveal the spatial and temporal variations in nitrogen response to the changes of

hydrodynamic conditions caused by upper rivers and the N inputs from different sources.

Dongting Lake is located in the middle of the Yangtze River, one of the most polluted river

system in China [21]. It is the second largest freshwater wetlands in China, and is the first large

seasonal storage lake connected to the Yangtze River for the area downstream of the Three

Gorges Dam. The watershed covers an area of about 2.62×105 km2 and accounts for about

14% of the entire Yangtze River Basin [22]. The high velocity (0.41 m/s) and the short resident

time (20 days) make the transportation and distribution of nutrient very sensitive to the lake

hydrodynamic condition changes caused by upstreams [23, 24]. In addition, it is one of the

most developed agricultural regions in China with a cultivated area of about 9.7×105 ha that

covers 61.29% of the whole basin; indeed, 5.78% of the total grain production of the whole

country comes from this area [25]. The intensive anthropogenic activities has increased nitro-

gen loads and accelerated the eutrophication status [26]. In addition, frequent occurrence of

seasonal hydrological droughts caused by the low upstream discharges has resulted in the

reduction of water level and the decrease of self-clarification ability in the lake [27], which

aggravated the environmental challenges of the lake ecosystem. As such, we choose Dongting

Lake basin as the research area and used NANI model; with a focus on nitrogen, and using

monthly data for 18 years in Dongting Lake, the main aims of this study were 1) to analyze the

temporal and spatial distribution of nitrogen in Dongting Lake and in its upstream waters, 2)

to discuss the casual factors for the trends and variations in nitrogen in different lake areas and

different time periods because of human activities and hydrological conditions, and 3) to iden-

tify the main sources of, and measures to control, nitrogen pollution in Dongting Lake, so as

to prevent further eutrophication and to protect the water quality.

Study area and methods

Study area

Dongting Lake is located in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River (111˚530–113˚

050E; 28˚440–29˚350N) in China, with a water surface area of approximately 2,625 km2 and a

volume of about 1.78×1010 m3. The lake has a mean water depth of about 6.39 m and a maxi-

mum depth of about 18.67 m during the flood season. The annual average residence time is 20

days, which is rather short compared to Taihu Lake (300 days). Dongting Lake receives

recharge from three inlets from the Yangtze River in the northwest, the Songzi, Taiping, and

Ouchi water inflows, and four upstream rivers, the Lishui and Yuanjiang rivers in the west,

and the Zishui and Xiangjiang rivers in the south. The water discharge of the three water inlets
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and the four upstream rivers controls 91% of the recharge entering the lake [27]. The water

network of the Yangtze River, the upstream rivers, and finally Dongting Lake, mean that there

are complex interactions between the Yangtze River and the lake, and also between the

upstream rivers and the lake [27].

Generally, the surface area of Dongting Lake can be divided into three parts, namely East

Dongting (ED, 1,217 km2), South Dongting (SD, 897 km2), and West Dongting (WD, 284

km2). Because of the combined influence of rainfall around the lake, transit water from the

Yangtze River, and water discharge from four upstream rivers in the lake basin, Dongting

Lake is characterized by dramatic intra-annual fluctuations in its water level and water storage

capacity. Its water storage capacity and water levels in the wet season are about 17–31 times

and 1.14–1.64 times, respectively, that of the dry season, which mean that the ecosystem is sen-

sitive to changes in the water level [28]. The water storage capacities of ED, SD, and WD are

between 3 and 68×108 m3, 2 and 62×108 m3, and 1 and 17×108 m3, respectively [29]. The water

levels of ED, SD, and WD range from 20.21 to 33.28 m, from 19.43 to 31.48 m, and from 28.91

to 32.82 m, respectively.

Water sampling and data collection

Surface water samples were collected from a depth of 0.5 m at 17 sites (S1–S17, Fig 1), and

each site had three sampling points (left, middle, right). The samples were divided into four

spatial groups that covered the water quality of the entire basin: S1–S7 represented flows from

the three water inlets and the four upstream rivers, S8–S11 represented ED, S12–S14 repre-

sented SD, and S15–S17 represented WD (Table 1). The field study was not carried out on pri-

vate land and no specific permissions were required for these locations/activities. Endangered

or protected species was not involved in the study.

Fig 1. Map of Dongting Lake and the water sampling sites.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g001
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Samples were collected three times each year from 1997 until 2004 (January, May, Septem-

ber), and monthly from January 2005 until December 2014. Total nitrogen (1997–2014),

nitrate (2014), and ammonium (2014) were determined by UV spectroscopy after filtration

through cellulose acetate membranes (0.45 μm), following the standard methods and guide-

lines of the Chinese National Quality Standards.

The annual average discharges of S1–S7 were 659.7×108, 229.6×108, 640.6×108, 147.7×108,

326×108, 417×108, and 162×108 m3, respectively, based on data collected from the Yangtze

River Sediment Bulletin. Information about population, gross domestic product, chemical fer-

tilizer applications, industrial wastewater, domestic sewage, and wastewater treatment

throughout the entire basin was collected from the Statistical Yearbooks of China.

Estimation of Net Anthropogenic N Inputs (NANIs)

N input from human activities in Dongting Lake Basin was estimated from the NANI model

introduced by Howarth [30]. NANI is a simple quasi-mass-balance approach, which is the

sum of atmospheric N deposition, fertilizer N application, agricultural N fixation, and N in net

food and feed imports. Since N from sewage wastewater and animal feedlots are considered to

be a part of food and feed consumptions which are included in the net food and feed imports,

they are not estimated as new source of N. Atmospheric N deposition was estimated from

REAS deposition data [31]. The amount of the applied N fertilizer was based on Hunan Statis-

tic book. Agricultural N fixation was estimated from harvested area and N fixed rate per unit

area for each crop type. In the Dongting Lake Basin, three main legume crops: peanuts, soy-

bean and rice were included in the calculation. Net food and feed N imports were calculated as

N consumed by human and livestock, subtracted by N production of livestock and crop. N

consumptions were estimated by multiplying populations (rural and urban population for

human, and 8 types of animal population for livestock) with their food N consumption per

unit. N productions were estimated from 8 main animals and 14 main crops from the Statistic

Book, and their N content value is derived from previous studies [32].

Table 1. Information about the sampling locations in Dongting Lake.

Location Site Longitude Latitude Representation

Xiangjiang estuary S1 112.79 28.56 Upstream river: Xiangjiang

Zishui estuary S2 112.39 28.61 Upstream river: Zishui

Yuanjiang estuary S3 112.10 28.90 Upstream river: Yuanjiang

Lishui estuary S4 112.06 29.27 Upstream river: Lishui

Ouchi inlet estuary S5 112.39 29.59 Yangtze River inlet: Ouchi

Songzi inlet estuary S6 111.79 30.31 Yangtze River inlet: Songzi

Taiping inlet estuary S7 112.12 30.23 Yangtze River inlet: Hudu

East Dongting (ED) S8 113.13 29.43 Outlet of Dongting Lake

S9 113.07 29.39 Outlet of ED

S10 112.99 29.32 ED centrol area

S11 113.00 29.15 Lake entrance from SD to ED

South Dongting (SD) S12 112.88 28.82 Confluence of Xiangjiang and Zishui

S13 112.85 28.84 SD centrol area

S14 112.44 28.79 SD centrol area

West Dongting (WD) S15 112.29 29.06 Confluence of Lishui and Songzi

S16 112.31 28.85 Outlet of WD

S17 112.20 28.86 WD centrol area

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.t001
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Results

Spatial distribution of TN in Dongting Lake

The spatial distribution of TN concentrations in Dongting Lake in 2014 (annual average) is

presented in Fig 2. Concentrations of TN ranged from 1.71–2.6 mg/L, with an average of 2.03

mg/L. The maximum value was found at S12 near the Xiangjiang inflow to SD, while the mini-

mum value was found at S17 in WD. The spatial distribution of TN was more uniform in ED,

while there were obvious concentration gradients in SD and WD. The nitrogen pollution levels

in the upstream waters decreased in the following order: Xiangjiang > Zishui > three water

inlets > Lishui > Yuanjiang.

N pollution was more serious in the southern area than in the western area. The TN con-

centrations decreased from the river inflows to the central area of the lake. The pollution was

more serious in the upstream waters than in the lake water body (except in the Yuanjiang). If

we take the Xiangjiang as an example, the average TN concentration in the Xiangjiang was 2.7

mg/L (Table 2), and the concentrations gradually decreased to 2.60 mg/L at S12 and further to

2.27 mg/L at S11 following the flow direction of the lake water body.

Seasonal variations of TN in Dongting Lake

As shown in Fig 3, the monthly concentrations in ED, SD, and WD ranged from 1.28 to 2.01

mg/L, from 1.00 to 1.78 mg/L, and from 0.93 to 1.53 mg/L, respectively. The concentrations in

the three lake areas were highest in March, and were lowest in September. The TN concentra-

tions in the lake water showed clear seasonal variation, and exhibited a tendency to increase

Fig 2. Spatial distribution of TN concentrations in Dongting Lake in 2014 (annual average).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g002
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from the wet season to the normal season and then increased further in the dry season. The

seasonal variations in the concentrations were most noticeable in SD, followed by ED, and

were least noticeable in WD. Higher concentrations always occurred during the dry season in

the upstream waters, while lower concentrations occurred during the wet season (Table 2).

Seasonal variations in the TN concentrations were negatively correlated with the water level

(n = 12 for ED, SD, WD, r = −0.808, p<0.01 for ED, r = −0.649, p<0.05 for SD, r = −0.455,

p>0.05 for WD). The concentrations were higher from December to March, when the water

level was below 23 m, while the concentrations decreased when the water level was above 28 m

from June to September.

Inter-annual variations of TN in Dongting Lake

Inter-annual temporal variations of TN in ED, SD, and WD are shown in Fig 4. There was a

significant increasing trend in TN concentrations (Kendall correlation coefficient: r = 0.57,

P = 0 for ED; r = 0.67, P = 0 for SD; r = 0.63, P = 0 for WD), especially during the dry season.

The inter-annual temporal changes of nitrogen can be divided into three stages. The first stage

was a period of consecutive growth (1997–2002), during which the rates of increase for the dif-

ferent areas were in the order: ED > SD> WD. In the second period, the relatively stable

period (2003–2008), the rates of increase in ED were greater than those in SD and WD. In the

third period from 2009–2014, known as the dramatic increase period, the rates of increase in

the TN concentrations were in the order: SD> WD > ED. The TN concentrations for the

three stages are shown in Table 3 and S1 Table.

Concentrations of TN in all of the upstream waters showed increasing trends (Fig 5), and

the rate of increase has been particularly evident in recent years, which is consistent with the

trend in the lake water body. A comparison of the TN concentrations in the upstream waters

with those in Dongting Lake showed that the TN pollution in the upstream waters was more

serious than that in the lake water body. For example, the average TN concentration in the

Xiangjiang (the largest river upstream of Dongting Lake) was 2.21±0.31 mg/L (from 2001 to

2014, n = 8), while it was 1.56±0.36 mg/L in SD, where the Xiangjiang enters the lake. Nitrate

was the major form of TN both in Xiangjiang and SD, which accounted for 74.01% and

77.47% on average. Particulate nitrogen accounted for 16.04% and 14.34%, while ammonium

only accounted for 9.95% and 8.2%.

Table 2. TN concentrations in upstream inflows to Dongting Lake (mg/L).

Xiangjiang Zishui Yuanjiang Lishui Yangtze River inlets

Dry season average value ±standard deviation 3.02±0.43 2.41±0.38 1.77±0.47 1.74±0.37 1.99±0.81

Wet season average value ±standard deviation 2.35±0.09 2.06±0.55 1.47±0.32 1.74±0.48 2.04±0.61

Average 2.7 2.13 1.58 1.79 1.97

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.t002

Fig 3. Seasonal variations in TN concentrations in different areas of Dongting Lake.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g003
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Variations in the TN composition in Dongting Lake

Dissolved inorganic nitrogen (DIN) represents the major N poor in the three lake areas, which

accounted for between 63.5% and 99.8% of TN (average 87%); this portion can be directly

taken up by phytoplankton. The content of the particulate nitrogen fraction was relatively low

(0.28±0.06 mg/L). The seasonal variations in DIN and TN were similar. Nitrate was the major

form of DIN (accounting for over 90%), and accounted for 91% in WD, 90.6% in SD, and

89.6% in ED. Ammonium accounted for only 9.6% of DIN, and accounted for 10.4% at ED,

9.4% at SD, and 9% at WD (9%).

The nitrate concentrations ranged from 0.52 to 2.48 mg/L, and had an average value of 1.58

mg/L (Table 4). Nitrate accounted for 77.83% of TN and was the largest fraction of TN. Nitrate

concentrations were significantly positively correlated with TN concentrations (r = 0.811,

n = 360, p<0.01), and showed similar seasonal and spatial variations (Fig 6).

Ammonium concentrations ranged from 0.03 to 0.86 mg/L, and had an average value of

0.18 mg/L (Table 4). The concentrations during the dry season were higher than those during

the wet season, especially in ED, where they were 3 times higher. There was no obvious sea-

sonal difference in the concentrations in WD. Ammonium pollution was more serious in the

northwestern area of ED and at the river inflows (Fig 6). Ammonium concentrations

decreased from the river inflows to the central lake area.

Discussion

Factors that influence the spatial distribution of TN in Dongting Lake

Our results agree well with those of previous that reported a decrease in TN concentrations

from the river inflows to the central lake area [33], and that the pollution was more serious in

Fig 4. The monthly average concentrations of TN in Dongting Lake from 1997 to 2014

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g004

Table 3. TN concentrations in Dongting Lake during different time periods.

Time period ED (mg/L) SD (mg/L) WD (mg/L)

1997~2014 Range 0.71(2008.9)~2.8(2009.12) 0.65(2000.9)~2.68(2013.5) 0.57(1998.9)~2.5(2010.2)

average 1.77 1.56 1.35

Increasing rate 43.97% 83.49% 108.14%

1997~2002 range 1.23~1.97 1.08~1.28 0.86~1.25

average 1.51 1.17 1.09

2003~2008 range 1.46~1.75 1.11~1.42 1.02~1.09

average 1.57 1.23 1.05

2009~2014 range 1.84~2.18 1.61~2.19 1.47~1.82

average 2.02 1.94 1.68

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.t003
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the southern area than in the western area [34]. We also observed large gradients in TN con-

centrations in both SD and WD, which indicated that the spatial distribution of TN was closely

related to the entrance location and concentrations of the inflows from upstream. By combin-

ing the spatial distribution and the TN concentrations of the upstream waters, we found that

the TN concentrations decreased in the following order: Xiangjiang (S1, 2.7 mg/L) > Zishui

(S2, 2.13 mg/L) > three inlets (S5–S7, 1.97 mg/L) > Lishui (S4, 1.79 mg/L) > Yuanjiang (S3,

1.58 mg/L). Further, the maximum concentration occurred at S12 near the inflow of the

Xiangjiang in SD, while the minimum concentration was observed at S17 near the inflow of

the Yuanjiang in WD. The TN concentrations in WD (1.71 mg/L) were less than those in SD

(2.19 mg/L). Also, the discharge amount decreased as follows: Xiangjiang (659.7×108 m3)>

Yuanjiang (640.6×108 m3)> Songzi (417×108 m3)> Ouchi (326×108 m3)> Zishui (229.6×108

m3)> Taiping (162×108 m3)> Lishui (147.7×108 m3). The water discharged in SD with higher

concentrations from the Xiangjiang and the Zishui was diluted by the water discharged in WD

with lower concentrations from the Yuanjiang and the Lishui. And there was a large gradient

in the TN concentrations from SD to WD, which tended to increase from WD to SD. Previous

studies have demonstrated that inflows from upstream were the main pollutant pathway into

Dongting Lake, accounting for over 80% of the total load [35]. Therefore, the spatial position

of the upstream waters and the seasonal variations in their water quantity and quality were

responsible for the spatial distribution of nitrogen in the lake. Some studies of Taihu Lake have

reported similar findings [8, 36].

Although few of the upstream rivers flowed into ED, the TN concentrations in ED were

maintained at a high level and were between the concentrations at SD and WD. This phenom-

enon is mainly related to the flow direction and the flow velocity in the lake water body. The

flow direction of water in Dongting Lake is from west to south then to east (Fig 7). That is, the

water from WD and SD joined and mixed at the entrance of ED, and then entered ED. Thus,

nutrients were transported with water flow from WD to SD to ED, which led to the TN con-

centrations in ED were between those at SD and WD. Meanwhile, as shown in Fig 7, the flow

velocity in ED (0.036 m/s) was much lower than those in WD (0.136 m/s) and SD (0.162 m/s).

Fig 5. The annual average concentrations of TN in waters upstream of Dongting Lake from 1997 to

2014.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g005

Table 4. N composition in Dongting Lake in 2014 (the concentration is the average value±standard deviation).

Dry season (mg/L) Wet season (mg/L)

concentration ammonium nitrite DIN TN ammonium nitrite DIN TN

ED 0.36±0.17 1.72±0.25 2.11±0.28 2.47±0.31 0.12±0.04 1.54±0.22 1.66±0.23 1.85±0.19

SD 0.30±0.21 1.76±0.31 2.02±0.49 2.34±0.65 0.11±0.06 1.55±0.26 1.66±0.26 1.94±0.39

WD 0.13±0.07 1.32±0.26 1.46±0.3 1.67±0.3 0.11±0.04 1.37±0.18 1.48±0.21 1.62±0.23

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.t004

Nitrogen distribution characteristics in Dongting Lake
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As a result, this kind of change not only weakened the water exchange and reduced the self-

purification capacity, but also led to easier deposition of pollutants. N release from sediments

represents a secondary source of pollution and can cause water quality deterioration [37].

Wang et al. [34] pointed out that the TN concentrations were higher in the sediments in ED

(1,513.43 mg/kg) than in WD (1,173.14 mg/kg) and SD (1,262.76 mg/kg), which indicates a

higher risk of secondary nitrogen release. In a word, the flow direction and velocity were

responsible for the pollutant accumulation at ED. Shen et al. [38] also mentioned that the low

flow velocity was an important contributor to the high concentrations in this region.

Factors influencing seasonal variations in TN in Dongting Lake

As mentioned in section Inter-annual variations of TN in Dongting Lake, TN concentrations

exhibited apparent seasonal variations over the past two decades and increased from the wet

season to the normal season to the dry season. The concentrations of the upstream waters

were also much higher in the dry season than in the wet season. Statistical analysis indicated

Fig 6. Spatial distribution of (a) ammonium and (b) nitrate in 2014.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g006

Fig 7. Velocity and direction of flow in Dongting Lake.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g007
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that the TN concentrations in the Xiangjiang (S1) were positively and significantly correlated

with those of ED (r = 0.744, p<0.01) and SD (r = 0.755, p<0.01), and that the TN concentra-

tions of the Zishui (S2) were significantly and positively correlated with ED (r = 0.680,

p<0.01). These relationships indicate that seasonal variations in TN in the upstream waters

and the spatial positions of the inflows were the major controls on seasonal changes in nitro-

gen in ED and SD. The water quality of WD however was influenced by the combination of

five upstream rivers (Yuanjiang, Lishui, Songzi, Taiping and Ouchi).

As a seasonally regulated lake, Dongting Lake demonstrated significant variation in hydro-

dynamic conditions during the dry and wet seasons [29]. As a result, the water quality was not

only influenced by the pollution load that entered the lake, but was also closely related to its

unique hydrological regime [39]. The water storage capacity in the wet season was about 17–

31 times that in the dry season, and the increase in the storage capacity during the wet season

contributed to the dilution of pollutants [40]. In contrast, during the decreased water storage

in the dry season, the lake beaches were exposed, the water exchange capacity declined, and

the pollutant transmission rate decreased [42]. This led to an increase in pollutant retention

rate, which in turn exacerbated the severity of the TN pollution in the dry season. Ni et al. [12]

also suggested that the hydrodynamic regime was the most important factor controlling water

quality in Poyang Lake: the higher the water level, the better the water quality, and vice versa.

However, Wang et al. [34] reported that the TN concentrations during the wet season were

higher than those during the dry season. Their results were different because of their chosen

monitoring frequency; they only sampled twice, in January and June 2012, therefore the data

were limited and not representative of the whole year.

Factors influencing annual variations in TN in Dongting Lake

The Dongting Lake basin is one of most densely populated regions in China, and the popula-

tion density (407 individuals/km2) is 3.9 times that of the whole country [25]. It is also an

important agricultural production base, and its grain production accounted for 5.78% of the

total grain production in China in 2014 [25]. NANI from human activities in Dongting Lake

Basin (23257.9 kg N km-2,2014) was currently five times the China average, and the fertilizer N

application was the main source (52.55%). Therefore, if natural conditions are excluded,

changes in the TN concentrations are closely related to human activities in the basin. Histori-

cal changes in TN concentrations can be divided into three stages.

The first stage can be called the consecutive growth stage (1997–2002). During this period,

economic activities began to intensify in China [12]. The regional GDP of Dongting Lake

basin increased by 45.71% and the population density increased by 3.7%, reaching 383 individ-

uals/km2. The positive linear relationship between population density and NANI (r2 = 0.835,

p<0.01) indicated that the rising population intensity enhanced the loads of nitrogen from

domestic and agricultural sewage and led to increase in NANI from 19307.9 kg N km-2 to

20716.7 kg N km-2 (Fig 8). We also examined the relationship of TN concentration in the lake

Fig 8. Historical changes in NANI and relationship between fertilizer N inputs and TN concentrations

in upstreams.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g008
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and NANI inputs to the basin, and found positive linear relationship between them (r2 = 0.75,

p<0.01). Accordingly, TN concentration in Dongting Lake which received N input from the

lake drainage area has increased by 21.69%.

The second stage can be termed the relatively stable stage (2003–2008). The local govern-

ment implemented a series of measures to halt the trend of water quality deterioration [19,

42], such as controls on the sources of heavy industrial pollution and concentrated treatment

of urban sewage. Therefore, discharges of industrial wastewater decreased by 50.87 million t

(about 5.12%) annually and the wastewater treatment rate increased from 26.81% to 52.05%

from 2003 to 2008 (Fig 9). These measures effectively reduced the external load of nitrogen,

and so, to some degree, restricted the increases in TN concentrations. During this period the

proportion of industrial and domestic pollution decreased, but the proportion of non-point

source pollution began to increase [19].

The third stage can be called the dramatic increase stage (2009–2014). The TN concentra-

tions of ED continued to increase, and dramatic increases were also observed in SD and WD

(Fig 3), where the concentrations increased by 57.99% and 60.41% relative to the second stage.

These dramatic concentrations exacerbated the eutrophication status, and algal blooms

appeared [33]. Dongting Lake was experiencing the critical transition from a macrophytic lake

with a high self-purification capacity to an algal lake with a high nutrient load. Although the

discharges of industrial wastewater continued to decrease, and the level of wastewater treat-

ment improved further, these changes were not translated into improvements in water quality.

According to the structure of NANI, fertilizer N application was becoming increasingly signifi-

cant which accounting for 52.55% of NANI in 2014, while the other components of NANI

were of minor importance (Fig 8). This implies that N loading from fertilizer N application

was an important source of N input in Dongting Lake basin.

Dongting Lake basin is an important agricultural production base in China, so farmers

increased their chemical fertilizer applications, hoping to increase food production to meet the

needs of the rapidly growing population. During the past two decades, the amount of chemical

fertilizer consumed by unit area increased by 47.84%, and reached 655.22 kg/ha in 2014, which

was even greater than the amount used in areas of serious agricultural pollution, such as Erhai

(230 kg/ha) [12]. However, the growth rate in the grain production by unit area (13.02%) was

much less than the growth rate in chemical fertilizer applications (47.84%), and the amount of

grain produced began to decrease after 2009 (Fig 9). These results indicate that the use effi-

ciency of the chemical fertilizer decreased gradually over a number of years, so that more and

more chemical fertilizer accumulated in the soil. Specifically, the excessive application of N fer-

tilizer was much higher than that of P and K fertilizer, and the soil loss rate of N fertilizer to

the water was as high as 68%. In addition, a survey showed that the total area at risk of soil

erosion (569,599 ha2) covered 12.54% of the total land area of the Dongting Lake basin [25],

resulting in a huge loss of N from land to the lake [43]. Several studies have indicated that

excessive applications of chemical fertilizer are the main source of nutrient inputs [44, 45];

chemical fertilizers account for 80% of the total nutrient inputs to Dongting Lake [46] and

Fig 9. Historical changes in selected social, industrial, and agricultural parameters in Dongting Lake.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g009
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overuse of chemical fertilizers has resulted in N accumulation [19, 43]. The significant positively

relationship between fertilizer N application inputs and TN concentrations for each upstream

(Fig 8) proved that fertilizer N inputs were the main source of N input of Dongting Lake and the

upstream N concentrations were highly correlated to fertilizer N inputs. As mentioned in section

4.1, inflows from upstream were the main pollutant pathway into Dongting Lake. Thus, the

excessive nitrogen pollutants transported from upstream to lake which led to the increase of TN

concentration of lake water. In addition, fertilizer N applications were also significantly and posi-

tively correlated with TN concentrations of lake water (r = 0.848, n = 18, p<0.01). These implied

that the increasing fertilizer N input was the main reason in the increase in TN concentrations in

Dongting Lake. Currently, the combined influence of decreasing rainfall and changing interac-

tions between the Yangtze River and the lake caused by the Three Gorges Dam impoundment

means that the amount of water entering Dongting Lake has decreased over recent years [29].

Compare with average annual discharge amount, the river discharge of the three inlets from the

Yangtze River (TIYR) and four upstream rivers (FUR) has decreased 28.09% (from 687×108m3

to 494×108m3) and 7.13% (from 1724×108m3 to 1601×108m3) in recent years. But the TN

concentrations of the upstream waters of Dongting Lake have increased gradually, which has

increased by 128.9% for FUR and 34.67% for TIYR. In particular, compared to the water dis-

charged from FUR with higher TN concentration (2.13 mg/L), the water discharged from TIYR

with lower TN concentration (1.97 mg/L) has decreased more significant and rapid [27, 41].

These meant that the dilution effects of the upstream waters for the lake body weakened and the

lake body continued to receive high TN concentration inputs, which led to the increase of TN

concentrations of lake body to a certain extent.

The increase of nitrogen concentration in Dongting Lake provided the material foundation

for the growth of phytoplankton. Fig 10 shows an overview of the phytoplankton biomass,

with corresponding TN concentrations in Dongting Lake during the past two decades. During

the past two decades, the phytoplankton biomass increased gradually (Fig 10). In addition,

phytoplankton biomass is significantly correlated with TN (r = 0.666, n = 17, p<0.01). This

implies that the excessive TN concentration was the most important factor in the increase in

the phytoplankton biomass in Dongting Lake. As the TN concentrations increase gradually,

the eutrophication risk in Dongting Lake will continue to rise.

Fig 10. Historical changes in phytoplankton biomasses and TN concentrations in Dongting Lake.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.g010
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Conclusion

Results from our study have demonstrated that TN concentrations decreased from the river

inflows to the central lake area, and that TN pollution was more serious in the southern area

than in the western area. Concentrations of TN varied seasonally, and were significantly higher

during the dry season than during the wet season. The spatial and temporal variations in the

TN concentrations were attributed to the positions of the upstream inflows to the lake and sea-

sonal variations in the quantity and quality of their inputs. Spatio-temporal variations in

hydrodynamic conditions (flow velocity, flow direction, etc.) in the lake water body were the

second most important factor.

The increased concentrations in Dongting Lake over the past two decades reflect the com-

bined influence of industrial wastewater, domestic sewage, agriculture chemical fertilizer loss,

and reduction in water discharges. The annual changes in nitrogen can be divided into three

stages: consecutive growth (1997–2002), relative stability (2003–2008), and dramatic increase

(2009–2014). Increasing domestic and industrial wastewater discharges, the implementation

of pollution control policies, excessive applications and low uptake of chemical fertilizer, and

decreased discharges, were the main drivers of change in the TN concentrations in the differ-

ent stages.

Losses of agricultural chemical fertilizers are currently the main source of TN pollution in

the Dongting Lake basin, and the main pollutant pathway is the influx from the upstream

waters. As regards water management, the local government should endeavor to control the

pollutant influxes from the upstream waters rather than from areas surrounding the lake, giv-

ing priority (in decreasing order) to the Xiangjiang, Zishui, the three water inlets connected

with the Yangtze River, the Lishui, and the Yuanjiang. Non-point source pollution control

rather than point source pollution should be enhanced in the future, and, in particular, losses

of agricultural chemical fertilizer. To resolve these problems, we recommend that attention is

directed towards agricultural improvements, and efforts should be made to replace chemical

fertilizers with organic and biological fertilizers to reduce nutrient losses from farmland.

Supporting information

S1 Table. Dongting Lake Data.

(XLSX)

Acknowledgments

This work was supported by National Science and Technology Pillar Program of China

(2014BAC09B02), National natural Science Foundation of China (51609225) and National

Basic Research Program of China (2012CB417004).

Author contributions

Conceptualization: ZT BZ LW.

Data curation: ZT BZ.

Formal analysis: ZT BZ.

Funding acquisition: LW XW.

Investigation: ZT LL XW HL.

Project administration: ZT BZ.

Nitrogen distribution characteristics in Dongting Lake

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993 February 6, 2017 13 / 16

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0170993.s001


Resources: ZT.

Writing – original draft: ZT.

Writing – review & editing: BZ LW SN.

References
1. Dodds WK, Bouska WW, Eitzmann JL, Plige TJ, Pitts KL, Riley AJ, et al. Eutrophication of US freshwa-

ters: analysis of potential economic damages. Environmental Science & Technology. 2008; 43(1): 12–

19.

2. Conley DJ, Paerl HW, Howarth RW, Boesch DF, Seitzinger SP, Havens KE, et al. Controlling eutrophi-

cation: nitrogen and phosphorus. Science. 2009; 323(5917): 1014–1015. doi: 10.1126/science.

1167755 PMID: 19229022

3. Banaszuk P, Wysocka-Czubaszek A. Phosphorus dynamics and fluxes in a lowland river: The Narew

Anastomosing River System, NE Poland. Ecological Engineering. 2005; 25(4): 429–441.

4. Suttle CA, Harrison PJ. Rapid ammonium uptake by freshwater phytoplankton. Journal of phycology.

1988; 24(1): 13–16.

5. Novotny V, Wang X, Englande AJ Jr, Bedoya D, Promakasikorn L, Tirado R. Comparative assessment

of pollution by the use of industrial agricultural fertilizers in four rapidly developing Asian countries. Envi-

ronment, development and sustainability. 2010; 12(4): 491–509.

6. Xu H, Paerl HW, Qin B, Zhu G, Gao G. Nitrogen and phosphorus inputs control phytoplankton growth in

eutrophic Lake Taihu, China. Limnology and Oceanography. 2010; 55(1): 420–432.

7. Liu SM, Zhang J, Chen HT, Wu Y, Xiong H, Zhang ZF. Nutrients in the Changjiang and its tributaries.

Biogeochemistry. 2002; 30: 1–18.

8. Chen Y, Fan C, Teubner K, Dokulil M. Changes of nutrients and phytoplankton chlorophyll-a in a large

shallow lake, Taihu, China: an 8-year investigation. Hydrobiologia. 2003; 506–509: 273–279.

9. Yu T, Meng W, Edwin O, Li Z, Chen J. Long-term variations and casual factors in nitrogen and phospho-

rus transport in the Yellow River, China. Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf Science. 2010; 86, 345–351.

10. Li M, Xu K, Watanabe M, Chen Z. Long-term variations in dissolved silicate, nitrogen, and phosphorus

flux from the Yangtze River into the East China Sea and impacts on estuarine ecosystem. Estuarine,

Coastal and Shelf Science. 2007; 71: 3–12.

11. Zhang T, Zeng WH, Wang SR, Ni ZK. Temporal and spatial changes of water quality and management

strategies of Dianchi Lake in southwest China. Hydrology and Earth System Sciences. 2014; 18: 1–10.

12. Ni Z, Wang S. Historical accumulation and environmental risk of nitrogen and phosphorus in sediments

of Erhai Lake, Southwest China. Ecological Engineering. 2015; 79: 42–53

13. Ma X, Li Y, Zhang M, Zheng FZ, Du S. Assessment and analysis of non-point source nitrogen and phos-

phorus loads in the Three Gorges Reservoir Area of Hubei Province, China. Science of the Total Envi-

ronment. 2011; (412–413):154–161.

14. Guo JH, Liu XJ, Zhang Y, Shen JL, Han WX, Zhang WF. Significant acidification in major Chinese crop-

lands. Science. 2010; 327(5968): 1008–10. doi: 10.1126/science.1182570 PMID: 20150447

15. Gao W, Howarth RW, Swaney DP, Hong B, Guo HC. Enhanced N input to Lake Dianchi Basin from

1980 to 2010: Drivers and consequences. Science of the Total Environment. 2015(505):376–384.

16. Yao ZQ, Yu ZG, Chen HT, Liu PX, Mi TZ. Phosphorus transport and speciation in the Changjiang

(Yangtze River) system. Applied Geochemistry. 2009; (24):2186–2194.

17. Hu Q, Feng S, Guo H, Chen GY, Jiang T. Interactions of the Yangtze river flow and hydrologic pro-

cesses of the Poyang Lake, China. Journal of Hydrology.2007;(347):90–100.

18. Sokal MA, Hall RI, Wolfe BB. The role of flooding on inter-annual and seasonal variability of lake water

chemistry, phytoplankton diatom communities and macrophyte biomass in the Slave River Delta (North-

west Territories, Canada). Ecohydrology.2010;(3): 41–54.

19. Huang D, Wan Q, Li L, Wang T, Lu S, Ou F, et al. Changes of water quality and eutrophic state in recent

20 years of Dongting Lake. Research of Environmental Sciences. 2013; 26(1): 27–33 (in Chinese).

20. Wang Y, Jiang X, Li Y, Wang S, Wang W, Cheng G. Spatial and temporal distribution of nitrogen and

phosphorus and nutritional characteristics of water in Dongting Lake. Research of Environmental Sci-

ences. 2014; 27(5): 484–491 (in Chinese).

21. Yao X, Wang SR, Ni ZK, Jiao LX. The response of water quality variation in Poyang Lake to hydrological

changes using historical data and DOM fluorescence. Environmental Science and Pollution Research.

2015;(22):3032–3042.

Nitrogen distribution characteristics in Dongting Lake

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993 February 6, 2017 14 / 16

http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1167755
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1167755
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19229022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1182570
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20150447


22. Hayashi S, Murakami S, Xu K, Watanabe M. Effect of the Three Gorges Dam Project on flood control in

the Dongting Lake area, China, in a 1998-type flood. Journal of Hydro-environment Research. 2008; 2:

148–163.

23. Pan BZ, Wang HJ, Liang XM, Wang HZ. Factors influencing chlorophyll a concentration in the Yangtze-

connected lakes. Fresenius Environmental Bulletin. 2009;(18):1894–1900.

24. Xie Y, Tang Y, Chen X, Li F, Deng Z. The impact of Three Gorges Dam on the downstream eco-hydro-

logical environment and vegetation distribution of East Dongting Lake. Ecohydrology in press. 2012.

25. China Statistic Yearbook Compilation Committee. China Statistic Yearbook. China Statistic Press, Bei-

jing China. 1997–2014. (in Chinese).

26. Du Y, Cai S, Zhang X, Zhao Y. Interpretation of the environmental change of Dongting Lake, middle

reach of Yangtze River, China, by 210Pb measurement and satellite image analysis. Geomorphology.

2010; 41: 171–181.

27. Huang Q, Sun Z, Opp C, Lotz T, Jiang J, Lai X. Hydrological Drought at Dongting Lake: Its Detection,

Characterization, and Challenges Associated With Three Gorges Dam in Central Yangtze, China.

Water Resour Manage. 2014; 28: 5377–5388.

28. Lai X, Jiang J, Yang G, Lu X. Should the Three Gorges Dam be blamed for the extremely low water lev-

els in the middle–lower Yangtze River? Hydrological Processes. 2014; 28(1): 150–160.

29. Yuan Y, Zeng G, Liang J, Huang L, Hua S, et al. Variation of water level in Dongting Lake over a 50-

year period: Implications for the impacts of anthropogenic and climatic factors. Journal of Hydrology.

2015; 525: 450–456.

30. Howarth RW, Billen G, Swaney D, Townsend A, Jaworski N, Lajtha K. Regional nitrogen budgets and

riverine N and P for the drainages to the North Atlantic Ocean: natural and human influences. Biogeo-

chemistry. 1996;(35):75–139.

31. Ohara T, Akimoto H, Kurokawa JI. An Asian emission inventory of anthropogenic emission sources for

the period 1980–2020. Atmopheric Chemistry and Physics. 2007;(7):4419–4444.

32. Hong B, Swaney DP, Howarth RW. A toolbox for calculating net anthropogenic nitrogen inputs (NANI).

Environmental Modelling&Software. 2011;(26): 623–633.

33. Wang L, Wang X, Liu L, Zheng B, Li L, Huang D, et al. Multivariate analysis of water factors in Dongting

Lake. Research of Environmental Sciences. 2013; 26(1): 1–7 (in Chinese).

34. Wang L, Liang T, Zhong B, Li K, Zhang Q, Zhang C. Study on Nitrogen Dynamics at the Sediment–

Water Interface of Dongting Lake, China. Aquat Geochem.2014; 20: 501–517.

35. Paerl HW, Xu H, McCarthy MJ, Zhu G, Qin B, Li Y, et al. Controlling harmful cyanobacterial blooms in a

hyper-eutrophic lake (Lake Taihu, China): The need for a dual nutrient (N & P) management strategy.

Water Research. 2011; 45: 1973–1983 doi: 10.1016/j.watres.2010.09.018 PMID: 20934736

36. Qin B, Zhu G, Gao G, Zhang Y, Li W, Paerl HW, et al. A drinking water crisis in lake Taihu, China: linage

to climatic variability and lake management. Environmental Management. 2010; 45:105–112. doi: 10.

1007/s00267-009-9393-6 PMID: 19915899

37. Fellman JB, D’Amore DV. Nitrogen and phosphorus mineralization in three wetland types in southeast

Alaska, USA. Wetlands. 2007; 27: 44–53.

38. Shen R, Bao Z, Zhou W, Qiao S, Xie S. Temporal-spatial evolution of water quality in Lake Dongting,

China. Journal of Lake Sciences.2007; 19(6): 677–682 (in Chinese).

39. Chang J, Li J, Lu D, Zhu X, Lu C, Zhou Y, et al. The hydrological effect between Jingjiang River and

Dongting Lake during the initial period of Three Gorges Project operation. Journal of Geographical Sci-

ences. 2010; 20(5): 771–786.

40. Wu L, Li M, Guo Y, Yang X. Influence of Three Gorges project on water quality of Poyang Lake. Proce-

dia Environmental Sciences. 2011; 10: 1496–1501.

41. Sun Z, Huang Q, Opp C, Hennig T, Marold U. Impacts and implications of major changes caused by the

Three Gorges Dam in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, China. Water resources management.

2012; 26(12): 3367–3378.

42. Yang S, Liu P. Strategy of water pollution prevention in Taihu Lake and its effects analysis. Journal of

Great Lakes Research. 2010; 36(1): 150–158.

43. Ji X, Zheng S, Shi L, Liu Z. Systematic studies of nitrogen loss from paddy soils through leaching in the

Dongting Lake Area of China. Pedosphere. 2011; 21(6): 753–762.

44. Yang Y, Chen Y, Zhang X, Ongley E, Zhao L. Methodology for agricultural and rural NPS pollution in a

typical county of the North China Plain. Environmental Pollution. 2012; 168: 170–176. doi: 10.1016/j.

envpol.2012.04.017 PMID: 22626850

Nitrogen distribution characteristics in Dongting Lake

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993 February 6, 2017 15 / 16

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.watres.2010.09.018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20934736
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00267-009-9393-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00267-009-9393-6
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19915899
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2012.04.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envpol.2012.04.017
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22626850


45. Smith LED, Siciliano G. A comprehensive review of constraints to improved management of fertilizers

in China and mitigation of diffuse water pollution from agriculture. Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environ-

ment. 2015; 209: 15–25.

46. Qin D, Luo Y, Huang Z, Hu J, Fan J, Liao Y. Pollution status and source analysis of water environment

in Dongting Lake. Environmental Science & Technology. 2012; 35(8): 193–198 (in Chinese).

Nitrogen distribution characteristics in Dongting Lake

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0170993 February 6, 2017 16 / 16


